The death of Clarence Herbert: withdrawing care is not murder.
Two physicians were charged with murder for discontinuing mechanical ventilation and intravenous fluids for a comatose patient. Although these unprecedented criminal charges were dismissed, the ruling may give physicians little legal reassurance. The case shows the problems in judging prognosis, resolving disagreements with staff, and communicating with families. Indirectly the case suggests how decision making and the care of dying patients may be improved. Physicians will continue to have responsibility for making difficult decisions according to their best medical and ethical judgment, despite legal uncertainty.